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creatures, and influenced by a defire, which 

they eſteem innocent, to purſue their own 
higheſt perfection and felicity both in this world and in 
the world to come; ſenſible likewiſe that the aſſiſtance 
of religion is neceſſary to the attainment ef theſe ends, 
and perſuaded that religious principle and practice are 
alone ſecurely built on the conviction of the under- 
ſtanding, a number of young men in this town have 
agreed to inccrporate themſelves together in one ſociety 
for improvement in the knowledge of religious truth, 
to be governed and directed by the following rules: 

I. The object of this fociety ſhall be our mutual im- 
provement in religious knowledge, which we mean to 
purſue with Readineſs, as the only ſolid foundation of 
a religious conduct, and therefore an important prepa- 
rative both for preſent and future happineſs. 

II. The plan of the ſociety is meant to be that of a 
free converſation-meeting. But, as it is greatly to be 
wiſhed that this converſation may be directed in a 
certain method or ſyſtem, whereby the connection of 
one truth with another may be better preſerved and 
underſtood, and as it is thought the previous aſſiſtance 
of a regular compoſition may be of great ſervice to 
promote the Zow as well as to determine the diredtion 
of converſation, it is propoſed to make uſe of a ſhort 
text book, which fhall contain the general topics of 
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diſcuſſion, and which may be conſulted by the mem- 
bers previous to each meeting. The text-book which 
we mean for the preſent to adopt (not as a rule of 
faith but as a guide to our enquiries) is entitled 
Inſtitutes of Natural and Revealed Religion by 
Joſeph Prieſtley L. L. D. F. R. 8.“ b 

III. The officers of the ſociety ſhall be one Preſident, 
and one Secretary. | 

IV. The mode of conducting buſineſs ſhall be as 
follows: The Preſident ſhall, firſt, deliver to the 
fociety a ſhort account of their converſation at the /a/? 
meeting. The Secretary ſhall then read, in its order, 
ſuch a portion from the text-book as may ſuffice to 
ſuggeſt matter of pre/ent converſation. This it ſhall 
be their peculiar buſineſs to promote by enlarging 
themſelves on the ſubject under conſideration, and 
calling upon other members for their remarks: And 
it is hoped that each member, by joining in the dif. 
courle, will endeavour to contribute his ſhare to the 
general inſtruction and entertainment of the ſociety, 
Queſtions for information, propoſed upon the regular 
ſubject before the ſociety by any individual of it, thall 
be received with candour and anſwered with imparti— 
tiality. At the concluſion of each evening's debate, the 
Secretary ſhall call over a liſt of the members names, 
and mark the abſentees : And, if any have been abſent 
twice or more times, he ſhalldeliveran accountof them, 
after each meeting, to the Preſident, 

V. It ſhall be the office of the Preſident to preſerve 
order and decorum iv the ſociety: And, before the 
regular buſineſs of each evening begins, he ſhall have 
the liberty of propoſing queſtions upon the ſubject of 
the preceding night, that he may ſatisfy himſelf 
it was underſtood by the ſociety in general, or that 
otherwiſe he may have the opportunity of explaining 
it in clearer terms. | 

VI. The Secretary ſhall keep a general regiſter of 
the proceedings of the Society. It ſhall likewile be his 
office to 1eceive the ſubſcriptions, defray the 1 
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and keep the accounts of the ſocicty. Theſe latter 
he ſhal! produce to the ſociety, upon the requiſition of 
any of the members, and whenever a new ſubſcription 
is become neceſſary. 

VII. Every member ſhall contribute his proportion 
towards the expences of the fociety ariſing from can 
dles, books, attendance, &c. But no iubſcription 
ſhall excced the ſum of lixpence. 

VIII. The officers of the ſociety ſhall be elected an- 
nually by ballot at the lait meeting in the month of 
February; the election to be determined by a majority 
of the members preſęat. 

IX. The time of meeting ſhail be every other 
Wedneſday, at ſeven o'clock in the evening, when 
we will aſſemble together for the purpoſe of 
free but humble enquiry into the truths of Religion, 
not compelled to attendance by any other obligation 
than a regard to our own good and the general order 
and welfare of the ſociety. Our plan is meant to be 
entirely of a voluntary nature. 

X. But that the honour of the ſociety may be pre- 
ſerved and the important end of its inſtitution etfec- 
tually anſwered, it will be expected that if any mem - 
ber be abſent two evenings together from the regular 
meetings of the ſociety, he give an account to the 
Preſident of the cauſe of ſuch abſence, and if this do 
not appear to him fatisfaQory, he ſhall publickly re- 
primand the offender. If any member abſent himſelf 
from the regular meetings of the ſociety rhree evenings 
together, without being able to aſſign a cauſe of ab- 
ſence, which to the /ectety in general ſhall appear ſufſi- 
ficient, he ſhall no longer be confideredas belonging to 
the fociety, fuch abſence being deemed a virtual diſ- 
miſſion of himfelf from it. | 

XI. It is expeced that no member of the ſociety 
will make any ill-natured remarks upon what is ſaid 
by any other member in the courſe of converſation, 
nor mention it again out of the ſociety to his diſad 
vantage, The penalty for this offence will be the di ſ- 
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pleaſure of the ſociety, and a public reprimand from 
the Preſident upon the complaint of the perſon injured, 

XII. Any member ſhal! be at libertyzo communicate 
his thoughts to the ſociety in auriting upon the ſubject 
of the evening. Such papers ſhall be addrefled and 
delivered, before the time of meeting, to the 
Secretary who, upon conſultation with the Preſident, 
ſhall have a diſcretionary power to read them or not 
to the ſociety as he judges proper. No paper ſhall be 
ſigned with its authors name; nor ſhall any paper 
read before the ſociety exceed the limits of a quarter 
of an hour. 

XIII. -The meetings of the ſociety ſhall never be 
prolunged above an hour and a half. 

XIV. Every young man, who wiſhes to become a 
member of this ſociety, ſhall get himſelf propoſed by 
the Preſident, and ſhall be admitted or rejected by 
bailot ; his admiſſion depending upon his having 
three fourths of che members preſent in his favour. 

XV. Any member of the ſociety, who wiſhes to re- 
ſign his connection with it, and yet does not chuſe to 
expel himſelf by non- attendance, may at any time, by 
applying to the Secretary, have his name ſtruck out 
of the liſt of members. 

XVI. Anv member ſhall be at liberty to introduce 
2 itranger not reſident in Sheffield, having firſt ob- 
tained leave of the Preſident by ſending up the name 
of the ſtranger, | | 

XVII. The Preſident ſhall have the liberty of in- 
troducing any perſon he thinks proper, whether reſid- 
ing in Shetlield or not. 

XVIII, Every member ſhall be allowed to propoſe 
any new rule or any alteration of the old rules, which 
propoſal ſhall be balloted for the next meeting after 
it is made, and rejected or accepted by a majority of the 
members preſent. | 

XIX. It ſhall be the common aim, as it will be the 
common intereſt, of every member, to promote, as 
much as he can, the reputation, comfort, and ſucceſs 
of this ſociety. Ad- 
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A D D NE 88, Ke. 
My Young Friends, 

T gives me very ſincere, high, and refined pleaſure, 

to ſee and meet you here on this important ccen 
ſion. You have formed yourlelves into a Society for 
tree and eaſy, ſerious and attentive convertiation on 
religious ſubjects. The rules, propoſed for the regu- 
lation of the Society, and to render our converſaton 
ſubſervient to our mutual improvement in relig ous 
knowledge, have been favoured with your approbation 

and eſtabliſhed by your acceptance. The whole de 
ſign of theſe meetings for friendly converſation may be 
expreſſed in two words, viz. to make us wwy/er and 
better. We propoſe to diſcourſe in a regular, orderly, 
and ſyſtematical method, on the principal ſubjects of 
natural and revealed religion. The exiſtence and 

perfections, providence and government of God, be 
cauſe fundamental principles of morality and religion, 
will claim our primary regard. It is propoſed toenquire 
what, by careful obſervation, and the diligent cultiva- 
tion of the underſtanding, hath been or may be diſco. 
vered concerning God ana his- attributes; the duties 
we owe him, one another, and ourſelves; the argu- 
ments apd motives, by which theſe obligations are 
enforced ; and the grounds we have for hope or fear 
with reſpect to God, in this or any future period of 
our exiſtence, according to our preſent Ciſpolition and 
behaviour. We next propoſe to conſider the religious 
ſtate of the world before the coming of Jeſus Chriſt, 
and the preſent condition of thoſe nations who either 
never enjoyed or have for many ages been totally depriv- 
ed of the advantages of Divine Revelation. From hence 
we trult will clearly appear the propriety and expedi- 
ence, the utility and even neceſſity of a Divine Reve- 
lation, to recover men fromignoranceand ſuperſtition, 
idolatry and wickedneſs, to raiſe them to a juſt and 
certain knowledge of the being & perſectious of God, to 
bring them to an exact and compreheaſiveacquaintance 
with the various relations 1a which they fand, and the 
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moral obligations thence reſulting, to teach and enable 
them to worihip God rationally and with acceptance, 
and ftinaily to atſure them of a never ending ſtate, in 
which every one will be puniſhed according to his 
works with the ſtricteſt juſtice equity and 1mpartality, 
when the wicked thall be doomed to everlalting m1- 
ſery angad<eltruttion, and the righteous exalted to ee 
veriaiting lite, glory and happinels. N 
Having proceeded thus far, we tha!l take notice of 
the hopes and expectations, which men from the 
earlieſt ages have entertained, that God would one time 
or ocher tavor them with a Revelation ot himſelf and 
their duty, aud initruct ani aflilt them how to obtain 
the complcat perfection and happineſs of their nature, 
la the courie of our inquiries and® diſcourſes, we 
ſhal! probably take notice of the characters and pre- 
teuſions, the dottrines and inſtitutes of {everal who 
have aſſumed the authority and dignity of infpited 
men aud prophets : Ibis propoſed to compare theſe im- 
Poltors with Moſes and the Old Teitzment Prophets, 
Chriſt and his Apoitles, to puint out the very important 
and intereſting ciurcumitances in which they ditfer, 
and the various natutes and degrees of evidence 
they laid before the people, and. by which they endea- 
voured to ſupport the truth of their pretenhons, We 
ſhall atiempt to maniteit the uncertaiaty and unrea- 
ſonableneſs, the invalidity and theablurdity of one, 
the propriety and firmneis, clearnefs and ſatisfactori- 
nels of the proofs by which the other is eſtabliſhed. 
This will lead us to take a general view of the na- 
ture and requirements of the Chriſtian Religion. We 
ſhall next more particularly examine the ſeveral lives 
and characters of Jeſus Chriſt, and his Apoſtles, and ob- 
ſerve the things contained in their dicourſes and writ=- 
ings. By thele means, it is hoped, we ſhall gain a juſt 
and enlarged acquaintance with the import ent truths, 
and doctrines, precepts, and prohibitions, contained 
in the New Teſtament It is afterwards intended to 
mark the principal corruptions which, from age to 
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age, have been introduced into the Chriſtian Church, 
till that ſyſtem of ſuperſtition and tyranny was com- 
pleated, which we call popery. We propoſe to finiſh 
our plan by candidly and charitably, modeſtly and 
humbly, yet freely and firmly conſidering and vindi 
cating the reaſons of our diſſent from the Church 
of Englaud as by law eſtabliſhed, and confirming 
one another in our adherence to pure religion and 
rational liberty, and in a temper and behaviour 
correſpondent to our Chriltian profeſſion. 

This, Gentlemen, is a juſt and comprehenſive, tho“ 
brief view of the deſign of our affociation : The de- 
ſign is in every reſpect good, uſeful, and excellent: I 
hope and truit we ſhall all contribute every thing in 
our power to its promotion. The entering into ſuch 
an aſſociation is perfectly voluntary. In truth it is 
formed at yovr requeſt, and is your own creation, 
Allow me therefore earneſtly to recommend it to you, 
tonouriin this aſſociation with tenderneſs, watch 
over it with ſolicitude, ſapport it till it arrives at full 
maturity, preſerve it in an improved {tate, and give 
diligence to derive from it all the valuable benefits, 
which united endeavours in making religious improve- 
ments are adapted to afford. 

Accept my fincere thanks for the honor you have 
done me, and the eſteem you have manifeſted for me, 
in electing me to be your Preſident.” I promiſe my- 
ſelf you will aſſiſt me in preſerving the order and peace 
of the Society, maintaining the authority of the laws 
which you have approved, confirmed, and eſtabliſhed, 
and ſecuring to them due obſervance and obedience. 

Permit me, on this occaſion to remark ; any truth 
or doctrine is better underſtood by conſidering it, not 
merely alone and unconnected, but in the relation it 
hath to others. All truths regarding religion have a 
mutual union and dependence. You will therefore, 
I am perſuaded, find it uſeful to conſider the doctrines 
and precepts of religion, as inſeparably connected with 
one another, and mutually ſupported, On this _— 
et 
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let me earneſtly exhort you to be ſtudious in the ac 

quiſition of clear and conſiſtent, enlarged and compleat 
ideas of moral obligations and duties, and of the 
whole ſcheme of the Chriſtian diſpenſation. The plan 
already propoſed, and the aſſociation you have formed 
will, if properly conducted, aſſiſt you in effecting this 

deſign : But that this valuable intention may be ful- 
filled, you ought to be very regularand conſtantin your 
attendance. As we ſhall proceed ſtep by ſtep in our 
religious enquries, and as one truth depends upon 

another and 1s built upon the evidence by which that 


Was proved in a former lecture and converſation ; ſo 


the member who was not preſent will incur ſome dif 
advantages, Doctrines and fats muſt be taken for 
granted, which he hath not had the opportunity of 
hearing proved in the courſe of theſe debates. If there 


be therefore any advantages to be derived from 


meetings for the purpoſes above ſpecified, ſurely it 
highly concerns every member to attend them with 
care and diligence, ſteadineſs and perſeverance. We aſ- 
ſemble for the purpoſe of free inquiry, and mutually 


edifying religious diſcourſe. Let me earnectly recom . 


mend it to every one, who is not convinced and ſatis- 
fied with the evidence and teſtimony adduced 1n fa 
vour of a ſuppoſed truth and fact, honeſtly, openly, 


and freely to declare his doubts and difficulties. I can 


auſwer both for my brother and myſelf, we will do our 


beſt to remove them, and aſſiſt him in the attainment 


of religious knowledge, But, my friends, let us be 
ever ſo impartial and induſtrious, uniform and ſagaci- 
ous in our ſearch after truth, we ſhall not be able to 
remove all difficulties, and in every caſe obtain full 


ſatisfaction. Some doubts will always remain. It is 


ſo in every buſineſs, ſcience, and profeſſion : Conle- 
quently it is natural and reaſonable to expect the ſame 
in religion. In caſes which will not admit of demon - 
ſtration we muſt be content with probability. It is 
the part of a wiſe man to proportion his aſſent to the 
various degrees of probability afforded and acquired | | 
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and of a prudent and good man to be, in like manner, 
governed by them in his conduct. We act thus both 
in the common and moſt important affairs of life; and 
the man who ſhould decline certain actions, becauſe 
he hath not demonſtration concerning ſome concomit- 
ant circumſtances, or that his endeavours to obtain a 
propoſed good thing ſhall be attended with ſucceſs, 
would be ſo far from being admired for his penetra - 
tion and knowledge, that he would be cenſured and 
ridiculed for his obſtinacy and folly. The difticul- 
ties, which attend religious truths, and the tempta- 
tions to vice, we here experience, are both of them 

equally adapted to a ſtate of trial and probation, 'The 
one exerciſe and improve humility and candor, 
impartiality and inquiſitiveneſs, integrity and diligence: 
The other teach and accuſtom us to the govern- 
ment of the paſſions and appetites, inſpire men with 
patience and circumſpeion, and render them im- 
moveable in the practiſe of virtue, and their adherence 
to its intereſts, What we have to do, is to make the 
beſt improvement we can of the advantages we poſſeſs; 
acquire all the certainty or probability we are able with 
regard to doctrines and facts to which we give our aſ- 
ſent; andafterwards, in everything of a moral and re- 
ligious nature, act upto the beſt of our knowledge. That 
our endeavours to acquire religious knowledge may 
be crowned with the deſired ſucceſs, and produce the 
beſt effects; let me ardently intreat you and myſelf 
to be frequent, ſincere, and fervent in our addreſſes to 
the God of truth, that he will deliver us from all great 
and dangerous errors, aid our humble inquiries, and 
continually diſcover more and more unto us of himſelf 
and his perfections, of the Chriſtian religion, of our 

duty, and of our happineſs. h 
| There is, I truſt, no occaſion to add, we ſhall al. 
ways treat one another with candour and good nature, 
hear every one who ſpeaks with diligence and honeſty, 
and neither then nor at any other time, make what is 
ſaid the ſubje& of banter and ridicule. Such conduct is 
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both ungenteel and unchriſtian, and will effeQually - 


defeat the good deſign of this aſſociation. 


The Subjects, on which it is propoſed to diſcourſe, 


will always be mentioned at the preceding meeting ; and 


you will find no ſmall advantage in reading and think- 
ing on them during the interval, as you have opportunity. 


Again, be not only conſtant in your attendance, but 


come in time — be early. This will prevent all con- 
fuſion and interruption, as we ſhall begin the Lecture 


exactly at the time appointed. I ſhall only heg leave 


to enforce one admonition and direction more upon 


you and myſelf. We profeſs a love of wiſdom ; we 
meet to diſcourſe ſeriouſly upon the moſt important 


ſubjects which can engage the attention of men. Let 
us prove ourſelves the real friends of truth and reli- 
gion, by ſtudying the Holy Scriptures with impar- 
tiality and diligence, by refraining from every, unlaw- - 
ful gratification, by doing nothing which would dif. - 
the Society, and by being meek. 


grace ourſelves, or 
and humble, pious and virtuous. 
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